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Abstract : This paper is a compilation of all the theories which form a 
framework for understanding the problem of self identity in the post colonial 
context of Africa. Africa has been the continent which faced and still is the after 
effects of colonialism. It is the longest colonized continent. The angst of self 
identity is prominently manifest in most of its English literature. Understanding 
the concept of self identity from the social, cultural, psychological, existential, 
political and alienation, points of view will help many researchers in presenting a 
readymade framework to decipher the text. 
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The Concept of Self Identity 
The concept of self identity is 
studied from the socio-cultural and 
psychological angles. Psychoanalytical 
theory and psychotherapy will form the 
framework of this study from the 
psychological angle and the concepts of 
existentialism and Orientalism will form 
the framework from the socio-cultural 
angle. For a person living in a society 
which still bears the burden of colonialism 
there is no question of neutrality. Every 
aspect of his life is dictated by the social 
norms largely influenced by colonialism. 
Everything he sees, he feels and 
understands is only through the colonial 
framework. Though superficially he is 
forced to accept the colonial standards 
there is a voice within him that says that 
the truth is different from what is apparent. 
The search for truth cannot be 
accomplished as the tools of recovering it 
are colonial. So this person who now 
wants to understand the truth looks for 
new and unconventional tools which are 
strong enough to overcome the obstacles 
put up by colonialism. People belonging to 
different creeds and races discovered the 
truth in their own indigenous ways. The 
identity that was challenged by 
colonialism was reasserted using these 
methods.  
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Psychology & Self Identity 
The concept of self identity drawn 
from mainstream psychology and used 
extensively for the purpose of counseling 
is that (1) it is learned, (2) it is organized, 
and (3) it is dynamic.
 
 
Since the concept of self identity is 
a social product developed through 
experience, it possesses relatively 
boundless potential for development. 
When a person is born into a society 
wrought with colonialism all his 
experience of being an individual is the 
colonist‟s point of view of the other, that 
the person is inferior to the colonist. That 
he does not have privileges like the 
colonist. No matter what potential he has 
as an individual it is always less than the 
colonist. The very foundation on which the 
colonized subject constructs his identity is 
dichotomous. He feels one way and he is 
taught to feel the other way. Because self 
identity has boundless potential for 
development, with effective methods it can 
re-emerge as the one that the individual 
wants it to be. 
Because of previous experiences 
and present perceptions, individuals may 
perceive themselves in ways different from 
the ways others see them. The colonized 
understands that all the experiences he had 
from his childhood does not seem right. As 
he grows into an adult with mature 
thoughts and a developed sensibility he 
understands that all that was taught to him 
is false. He understands that he is exactly 
like the colonizer and no different. He 
evolves to perceive his equality with the 
others and also his uniqueness which 
makes him equal but different and 
different but equal. 
Individuals perceive different 
aspects of themselves at different times 
with varying degrees of clarity. As he 
decodes the conflict in his life he looks 
back detaching himself to fathom the 
extent of deception and injustice he had 
been subjected to. He realizes that the 
circumstances in which he had spent his 
life were forced upon him and that he had 
reacted to them in a preconceived manner. 
He learns not to react to the situation as is 
expected of him and distances himself 
which in turn is labeled as contempt by the 
colonizer. 
Any experience which is 
inconsistent with one's self-concept may 
be perceived as a threat, and the more of 
these experiences there are, the more 
rigidly self-concept/self identity is 
organized to maintain and protect itself. 
When a person is unable to get rid of 
perceived inconsistencies, emotional 
problems arise. Through the conflict 
between what the colonizer perceives him 
to be and what he perceives himself to be 
arises a fixed and permanent notion of his 
self identity. It becomes embedded in his 
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psyche and forms the basis of the person‟s 
changed behavior. 
Faulty thinking patterns, such as 
dichotomous reasoning (dividing 
everything in terms of opposites or 
extremes) or over generalizing (making 
sweeping conclusions based on little 
information) create negative 
interpretations of oneself. This kind of 
analysis regarding self identity can be 
found in Frantz Fanon‟s Wretched of the 
Earth. One of the major criticisms against 
Fanon‟s concept is the generalized solution 
offered to counter colonialism and that is 
through violence.  
Like most intellectual advocates of 
violence, Fanon preferred to contemplate it 
at a distance. When he was in medical 
school, ''even basic dissection made him 
feel nauseated.''(Frantz, 1961)  As a 
revolutionary and as a writer he strove to 
overcome his ''weaknesses''. When he 
began writing, his weapon was truth; when 
he embraced revolutionary violence, truth 
became a casualty of his decision.  
Self identity has a generally stable 
quality that is characterized by orderliness 
and harmony. Each person maintains 
countless perceptions regarding one's 
personal existence, and each perception is 
orchestrated with all the others. It is this 
generally stable and organized quality of 
self-concept that gives consistency to the 
personality. When a grown up and mature 
colonized subject realizes that he is no 
different from the colonizer he faces what 
Homi Bhabha calls „Ambivalence‟ in 
oriental perception and realizes that he has 
to play two contrasting roles to fit into the 
colonial framework.
 
The colonized subject 
has to be domesticated and wild, harmless 
and harmful, and knowable and mysterious 
at the same time. This ambivalence creates 
a strain on the person‟s notion of self 
identity which by its very nature strives to 
be stable. (Bhabha,1995) 
 
Self identity is not latent though its 
central beliefs are. The actions resulting 
from the central belief of self identity are 
constantly manifest and helps the person to 
achieve the direction dictated by the 
central and constant self identity. What the 
person understands of his life is in relation 
to the fixed beliefs of his self identity and 
is very different from what others might 
perceive. The person behaves in a way he 
thinks is right to which the others might 
agree or disagree. Among the broad 
limitations of society he strives to present 
himself as dictated by self identity. 
Colonialism negates this uniqueness trying 
to generalize his identity in the stereotypes 
it chose to confine the colonized subject. 
When a person is denied this freedom of 
expressing himself in relation to his core 
of beliefs it ends in anxiety and tension 
and in a behavior which sometimes is 
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unacceptable by normal social standards. 
Frantz Fanon in his capability as a 
psychiatrist was a witness to several 
methods of torture of the French army over 
the Algerians to fix them in the 
predetermined stereotype to perpetuate 
domination of the colonizer and assure 
servitude in the colonized. The 
confinement of the actions of the 
colonized like in the apartheid laws 
imposed on the blacks leads to anxiety and 
disturbed behavior. Women in most 
colonized societies are tied by laws far 
more severe than those experienced in 
men. The colonized female subject has to 
conform to the laws of colonialism and the 
unequal gender laws of the predominantly 
male society. 
Confronted with limitations on all 
sides the self asserts itself in several ways. 
This point is demonstrated with instances 
derived from the character‟s lives in the 
novels written during colonization, during 
decolonization and during the post colonial 
period which includes the neocolonial 
period and apartheid. No act of writing is 
neutral nor is no act of reading neutral. 
Both the activities are political and at 
certain times auto biographical. By 
studying the characters with insights from 
psychology and history one can understand 
the conditions prevalent and the methods 
used to assert the self identity represented 
by the authors. 
Existentialism and Self Identity 
The chief ideas propounded by 
existentialists are that the fundamental 
human experience is that of exclusion and 
in life man is unable to find any place of 
safety or principle of meaning. Man is 
locked in his loneliness and his truth is 
subjective. He should search for the true 
foundations of his life. There is no 
absolute truth but only my truth. Man 
should summon courage to survive. Since 
courage is acquired through pain man 
escapes from it and seeks refuge in social 
collective routines and customs of public.
 
This is what Karl Jaspers calls extreme 
situation. It is only through misfortune that 
man experiences human finitude.
 
Since 
truth is subjective, and the world too 
slippery, concrete and straight forward 
representations are replaced by indirect 
allusions. (Jaspers, 1938) 
One of the major offshoots of 
Existentialism as a philosophy is 
Existential Psychology. Sometimes termed 
the Third Force Psychology, this branch of 
psychology was initiated by Viktor Frankl 
who had studied with Freud and Jung 
when young. He called his theory 
Logotherapy and the book was Man's 
Search for Meaning. Frankl stated that in 
the Nazi Concentration camps where he 
survived from 1941 through 1945 he 
would, at times, pretend to himself that he 
was actually in the future, remembering 
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his experiences and noting how he was 
able to survive them. His years of 
suffering took him to the conclusion that 
even in the worst imaginable of 
circumstances, life can be assigned a 
worthwhile meaning. This conclusion was 
the heart of Frankl's psychological 
orientation.  
Logotherapy asserts that all human 
beings have a will to find meaning, and 
that serious behavioral problems develop 
when they cannot find it.
 
This therapy 
helps patients handle the responsibility of 
choices and the pain of unavoidable 
suffering by helping them decide to give 
life meaning. Anxiety's importance in 
existentialism makes it a popular topic in 
psychotherapy. Therapists often use 
existential philosophy to explain the 
patient's anxiety. Psychotherapists using 
an existential approach believe that the 
patient can harness his or her anxiety and 
use it constructively. Instead of 
suppressing anxiety, patients are advised 
to use it as grounds for change. By 
embracing anxiety as inevitable, a person 
can use it to achieve his or her full 
potential in life. (Frankl, 1929) 
Existential crisis is quite similar to 
the sociological concept of anomie. It has 
also been likened to a mid-life crisis. The 
implication of an existential crisis is that 
the crisis itself stems from some sort of 
existential realization or understanding. 
An existential crisis can result from: 
 A sense of being alone and 
isolated,  
 The realization of one's own 
mortality, or the belief that there is 
no afterlife; or  
 A realization that one's life has no 
destined, supernatural, or in some 
cases external purpose or meaning.   
In non-existential belief systems the 
essence of what it means to be human is 
largely held to have been predefined 
before birth, usually by some sort of 
supernatural being or group of beings. A 
certain lack of faith in such belief systems 
is typically a prerequisite for an existential 
crisis. Basically, an existential crisis is the 
sudden awareness of not knowing what 
one's life is all about and/or the sudden 
awareness of one's inevitable impending 
personal doom. 
The existential crisis arises when a 
person is faced with the paradox of 
believing that their life is important on the 
one hand while at the same time 
perceiving that human existence itself is 
without meaning or purpose. A typical 
solution to resolving the paradox is a belief 
in some sort of a supernatural explanation 
through religion; others hold that an 
individual can define for himself what his 
own meaning and purpose is on this 
planet. 
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Alienation & Self Identity 
The term alienation as used by 
sociologists has been much criticized for 
its lack of precision. Micro sociological 
investigators of alienation with Melvin 
Seeman (1972) leading the way have 
pinned their hopes for the concept upon 
multidimensional scaling. Anywhere from 
five to eight dimensions of alienation have 
been identified by various authors, the 
most thoroughly studied of which seem to 
be normlessness and powerlessness. 
Seeman defines alienation in terms of six 
dimensions of socially learned 
expectation: 
A sense of powerlessness: a low 
expectancy that one‟s own behavior can 
control the occurrence of personal and 
social rewards; for the alienated man, 
control seems vested in external forces, 
powerful others, luck or fate. 
A sense of meaninglessness: a sense of 
the incomprehensibility of social affairs, of 
events whose dynamics one does not 
understand and whose future course one 
cannot predict (more formally, a low 
expectancy that satisfactory predictions 
about future outcomes can be made). 
A sense of normlessness: a high 
expectancy that socially unapproved 
means are necessary to achieve given 
goals; the view that one is not bound by 
conventional standards in the pursuit of 
what may be quite conventional goals 
(e.g., position, wealth). 
Value isolation (or cultural estrangement): 
the individual‟s rejection of commonly 
held values in society; the assignment of 
low reward value to goals or behaviors that 
are highly valued in the given society (e.g., 
alienated artist or intellectual). 
Self-estrangement: the individual‟s sense 
of a discrepancy between his ideal self and 
his actual self image and the failure to 
satisfy certain postulated inherent human 
needs. To be self estranged is to be 
engaged in activities that are not rewarding 
in themselves. 
Social isolation: the individual‟s low 
expectancy for inclusion and social 
acceptance, expressed typically in feelings 
of loneliness or feelings of rejection or 
repudiation (found for example, among 
minority members, the aged, the 




Traditionally, a large part of one's 
identity is derived from one's past, one‟s 
education and the socio-culture milieu in 
which one matures. Where we come from 
and who our ancestors were becomes the 
foundation upon which we build. Then we 
use what we learn to position ourselves 
within our surrounding society. But what 
does one do when the society and culture 
one's grandparents and great grandparents 
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knew is suddenly disappearing under the 
feet of a disparaging, disrespectful 
colonizing force? What is one to learn 
when the available education system was 
created and is still dominated by a foreign 
culture? How does one find a niche in a 
society obsessed with stigma? 
Return to self 
It is impossible for the African 
state to return to the self it once was. 
Certain forces once set in motion are 
impossible to reverse. Such is the case 
with colonization. The consequences of 
imperial occupation will forever show 
their mark. Any person desiring a 
complete reversion to pre-colonial society 
will discover that those values and norms 
no longer exist. In their place is a set of 
hybrid values and norms  the children of a 
troubled marriage of cultures. As we will 
discover, these hybrids are problematic 
and sometimes tragic for an individual 
struggling to make peace with whom 
he/she is. The pull of the past is akin to a 
gravitational force that holds these 
individuals to the earth while the rest of 
the Western world bounces about on the 
moon. It is necessary for the citizens of the 
nation as a whole to somehow negotiate a 
compromise between the past and the 
future, between damage done and potential 
to be realized.  
African identity and socialism were 
often intertwined. Some leaders claimed 
that Africa had always been “socialist,” 
and appealed to socialism as a unifying 
cultural element for Africans. This was not 
by any means the only form of African 
identity that they appealed to, but the 
combination of socialism and African 
identity was doubly effective in ending the 
era of old imperial regimes. Social 
revolution usually went hand-in-hand with 
socialism. 
Many scholars and critics agree 
that colonialism has impoverished, 
marginalized, destabilized and deprived 
Africa of her voice for years. Africa has 
been in danger of losing its identity within 
the global economy by fast internalizing 
an array of colonial cultural traits. Foreign 
languages and religious beliefs have 
fragmented it. Its patriarchal tendencies 
inherited from colonialism have robbed 
African women of their voice and dignity. 
Western consumer culture has lured it 
away from its value systems.  
The purpose of this study & Conclusion 
A study has been conducted to 
demonstrate how African students 
studying in the West in the 1940's started a 
systematic process of disengagement from 
the colonial syndrome; a process which 
materialized in the acquisition of political 
independence in the 1960's by many 
African countries. This study has 
demonstrated how African writers, 
political activists and artists and finally 
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African filmmakers continued this process 
of colonial disengagement by using many 
channels of expressions, writings and films 




The aim of this study was to raise 
the following questions: (1a) What is 
postcolonial theory? (1b) Can postcolonial 
discourse is an apt channel of expression 
for the Africans to define themselves? 
(2) In what ways have foreign religions 
affected Africans? (3) What are the 
strategies employed by African women to 
reclaim their rights and human dignity 
from the yoke of colonial/neocolonial 
domination, patriarchy and African 
tradition? (4) What is African Identity?  
The work is grounded in 
postcolonial theory as its analytical tool. 
Postcolonial discourse, a process of 
disengagement from the colonial 
syndrome and of bringing the marginalized 
to the discursive center as well as an 
avenue for addressing the global 
disjuncture, offers Africans ways of 
looking at the continent's relations with the 
rest of the world from an African 
perspective. It has helped Africa to speak 
up; it sees cinema as an important tool of 
self-definition with roles of men and 
women bound together in a common 
destiny for a new Africa. 
An individual‟s search for identity 
is a search for truth – one that is coherent 
with evidence about him to such a degree 
that he believes it corresponds to reality. It 
is the creation of a meta-story, adopted to 
explain a series of events, actions, and 
characteristics that, when considered 
independently, serve to befuddle an 
individual‟s sense of self. A person can 
spend a lifetime trying to find out who he 
or she is – looking for clues in his past – 
only to discover that identity is not about 
looking but about controlling the evidence 
they have in front of them. They take the 
evidence about themselves and put 
forward an identity that resolves and 
makes it coherent. A person‟s identity is 
one that amalgamates both the positive and 
negative perspectives of his history.  
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